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What are microplastics?
Sources

Primary: intentionally created to be microscopic

Secondary: degraded from large plastics

Considered <1 mm

Sinks

Topography of reefs allow for buildup of microplastics





plastics move in water
Lightweight- easily move long distances

Durable- can take 400+ years for microbead to decay

Buoyant- suspended towards top of water column



Great Pacific Garbage Patch
Exists in North Pacific Gyre

“Slowly rotating mass of trash-

laden materials about 2x 

The size of Texas”-LA Times

“Trash Island”









Plastics in the food chain
Larvae have been found to contain microbeads

Zooplankton eat microplastics & are then consumed by 
higher trophic levels

Fish consume microbeads, 
and they get trapped in the gills



Other issues with microplastics
Plastic additives and hydrophobic chemicals in water

POPs affects all levels of the food chain 

EDCs have severe effects on development

Translocation is possible





Coral feeding
Symbiotic Relationship with Algae

● Most Reef building corals partner with algae (zooxanthellae)
○ Receive photosynthetic energy
○ Provide carbon dioxide and shelter

Hunting

● Polyps catch tiny floating organisms (usually zooplankton)
○ Polyps leave skeleton at night
○ Use stinging tentacles to catch and pull prey into mouth 

of polyp where it is digested in their stomach 



Plastic Consumption
Corals are non-selective feeders

Polyps eat anything they 
physically can

Corals in GBR have 
demonstrated feeding on 
microplastics



Problems
Impacts on corals still not fully 
understood

Increase in levels microplastics in 
marine ecosystems will result in an 
increase in consumption by corals

Leads to slow starvation



How can you help?
Recycle

Don’t buy products with 

microbeads

Clean up the beach

Properly dispose of medications 

and chemicals



Clean-up Efforts
Plastic-Eating Mealworms

Seabin

https://news.stanford.edu/pr/2015/pr-worms-digest-plastics-092915.html
https://news.stanford.edu/pr/2015/pr-worms-digest-plastics-092915.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tiy7WQYQyhY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tiy7WQYQyhY
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